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Abstract 
 
The Black Panther Party for Self-Defense (1966-1976) was a revolutionary left-wing 
organization, born in the slums of Oakland, California.   Its founders, Huey Newton and Bobby 
Seale, were dedicated to the promotion of black power, primarily through confrontation and 
aggressive “self defense.” They saw the United States as a racist police-state and openly carried 
shotguns and rifles to emphasize that police brutality against the black community would be 
countered with hostile force. The purpose of this paper is to assess the impact of the Black 
Panther Party on American society from two diametrically opposite perspectives: Bobby Seale, a 
Black Panther leader, in his autobiography Seize the Time (1970) and Jane Rhodes’s Framing the 
Black Panthers (2007), which examines the media’s take on the black power organization.   
 
The comparisons and contrasts of these two authors are numerous and multilayered - insider 
versus outsider, purpose versus perception, application versus exploitation, imagery versus 
substance.  These insights create a framework by which to assess whether the Black Panther 
Party made a significant contribution to the Civil Rights movement or was simply, as William 
Shakespeare so eloquently put it, "full of sound and fury, signifying nothing”.  In retrospect, the 
Black Panther Party’s aggressive tactics actually did bring some positive changes to the black 
community.  The hiring of more black police officers to patrol inner city neighborhoods was one 
such change.  Another was the re-evaluation by the police of their methods of investigating 
complaints against officers and dealing with those officers who broke the rules. 
 
By combining the anecdotal work of Bobby Seale with the extensive analysis of Dr. Rhodes, this 
paper presents the opinion that although the Black Panther Party often used tactics which were at 
best questionable and at worst lethal, their efforts did forward the cause of Civil Rights in 
America.  Though their methods were far from Martin Luther King’s concept of non-violent civil 
disobedience, my paper nonetheless places the Black Panther Party as an integral, and 
contributing member of the larger Civil Rights movement that included organizations such as 
SCLC, SNCC, CORE and even the Nation of Islam. 
 
